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ABSTRACT
Residents of the Olneyville neighborhood in Providence, RI are at the cusp of being gentrified and
forced to relocate. Revitalization of the Woonasquatucket River Greenway and the redevelopment
of adjacent neighborhoods, such as the West End
and Federal Hill, are attracting investors’ attention on
undeveloped post-industrial properties in Olneyville.
This study aims to determine how gentrification can
be reduced to minimize the impacts on the inhabitants of Olneyville. Specifically, it investigates the
social and physical conditions and designs potential
solutions that can regenerate the urban brownfields
in a way that fortifies the neighborhood from gentrification. In this context, “regenerate” is defined as
to repurpose a piece of undeveloped post-industrial

10

mill property critical to the health and welfare of the
community.
In developing the comprehensive regeneration
strategies appropriate to this specific neighborhood
and environment, the thesis studies the relationship
between brownfields and gentrification. The work
analyzes the neighborhood from different perspectives and research methods conducted on both
urban and site scales. The strategies are divided into
three parts: landscape frameworks, cultural programming, and economic indicators. The major focus of
the design investigation lies on the landscape frameworks as primary vehicles for the regeneration of the
post-industrial brownfield sites.

Photography by: Bruce G. Hooke
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Landscape gives people a sense of identity,
belonging and security, and it is also a dominant
set of spatial and temporal conditions that have
traditionally controlled the environment. However,
with the exponential growth of urban perimeters,
inequality and injustice caused by wealth and power
dynamics are quickly overriding the role of the
landscape.

Who Owns the Land?
Magazine paper collage by Jun Jiang
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INTRODUCTION
We are always writing the histories on our land; we

environments, and cause environmental degradation

live, thrive, or take over the landscapes while we

to their adjacent properties. In recent years,

develop them. Landscape architecture should be the

professionals have been paying attention to solutions

connection between past, present, and future. It is

for remediating or cleaning up brownfields. There

important for us to realize that every decision we

have been a few successful solutions addressed to

make on the land will leave marks on it and it is upon

recover the relationship between the brownfields and

us whether to leave them as scars or turn them into

the surrounding communities, even though

new possibilities.

sometimes, some of them seem to have caused an
even worse situation both for humans and nature.

When driving around in a lot of contemporary cities,
it is easy to notice the vacant properties covered

This thesis aims to study and put into evidence the

with only concrete slabs. One may wonder what

relationship between brownfields and the

happened to them and how they will look in the

environmental and social justice movements.

future. What does the neighborhood think about

Landscape architects have the ability to provide

these open but closed areas? What is being covered

strategies that regenerate brownfield sites, while

up by the concrete? Why don’t certain

trying to avoid their well-intentioned strategies

neighborhoods seem to be connected to the others?

becoming yet another harmful action towards
gentrification. I intend to explore a series of

Brownfields are one of the biggest problems in the

strategies that can fortify the community against the

urban environment, the legacy of industrial factories,

impending gentrification when addressing the social

and commercial production processes. These

and environmental injustices currently happening in

properties were left with contamination that may

Olneyville, RI. The gentrification process in Olneyville

cause serious health problems for the nearby

began once the heart of Providence’s industrial core,

communities, pollute the surrounding natural

the neighborhood’s mills and industrial buildings,
Contaminated Land Warning Sign
Shotton steel mill, Clwyd, Wales, UK.
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became the living and working spaces for art and
music collaboratives between 1995 and 2001.1 From
2000 to 2015, the average rent in Providence rose 26
percent. In neighborhoods such as Elmwood,
Washington Park, the West End, Olneyville, Smith
Hill, Valley, Mount Pleasant, and parts of South
Providence rents rose by an average of 48 percent.2
This rise in rent is continuously forcing low-income
residents to relocate. While seeking potential
research subjects, I was impressed by Olneyville’s
active community building towards a greener
neighborhood.
In order to explore this topic, I ask and seek answers
to the following questions: What are brownfields?
What is the relationship between brownfields and the
environmental justice movement? What is being
done to address and resolve this issue? How can
landscape practice contribute to the environmental
regeneration of brownfields, while connecting and
rebuilding the social relationship of their adjacent
communities?

The 5 Worst Cities in America
Image from Insighte News
16

1. Jerzyk, Matthew. “Gentrification’s Third Way: An Analysis of
Housing Policy & Gentrification in Providence.” Harvard Law &
Policy Review 3, Number 2 (2009): 413–29.
2. Liberman, Ellen. “How Has Gentrification Changed Providence?” Rhode Island Monthly, March 14, 2019. https://www.
rimonthly.com/how-has-gentrification-changed-providence/.
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REIMAGINE THE DAMAGE

CHAPTER ONE:
BROWNFIELDS

Map of Granted Brownfields in the US
Latest update on granted brownfield sites from Cleanups in My
Community (CIMC)
18
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Brownfield

/ˈbraʊn.fiːld/

‘a property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be complicated by the presence or potential
presence of a hazardous substance,
pollutant, or contaminant.’
— Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Danger Sign in Love Canal Lot
Image from Bettmann Archive
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What are brownfields?
What are brownfields? Where are they? Why is it
important for landscape architects to address them
while we design? According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a brownfield is
“a property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse
of which may be complicated by the presence or
potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant.”3 They are known as the lands
filled with harmful contaminants that will cause public
health issues. EPA estimates that there are more
than 450,000 brownfields recognized by the organization.4 However, the Wisconsin Watch, a nonprofit
newsroom that focuses on government integrity and
quality of life issues, reported that the number should
be between 450,000 to one million sites nationwide;
they claim EPA’s public database only shows about
17,000 properties that have gotten grants for assessing or cleaning up contamination.5 It is hard to have a
solid number of brownfields due to the huge amount
of sites and investigations needed to put into the
database.

Barrels of toxic waste, Love Canal, New York, late 1970s
Posted by Erik Loomis

3. “Overview of EPA’s Brownfields Program.” EPA. Environmental Protection Agency, February 5, 2021. https://www.epa.gov/brownfields/
overview-epas-brownfields-program.
4. “Overview of EPA’s Brownfields Program.” EPA. Environmental Protection Agency, February 5, 2021. https://www.epa.gov/brownfields/
overview-epas-brownfields-program.
5. Golden, Kate. “Map: Brownfields Nationwide.” WisconsinWatch.org, November 4, 2016. https://wisconsinwatch.org/2012/09/mapbrownfields-nationwide/.
22
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Types and Impacts of Brownfields

One of the most common brownfield types is postindustrial sites; they can be as small as corner gas
stations in cities, dry-cleaning operations and stores,
or as big as textile mills, manufactured gas plants,
metal-plating factories, chemical manufacturing,
oil-tank farms and etc.6 These factories and plants
often run into the problem of chemical leakage due
to the low maintenance in previous operations. After
the factories are shut down, the leakage will still
24

be kept on site until they are cleaned up. Common
contaminants from these industrial sites vary from
gas, to liquid, to particles; water vapor, carbon
dioxide, methane and other industrial emissions
are causing greenhouse effects which influence
the natural environment globally. Along with these
emissions, there are hazardous particles such as
the PM10, PM2.5, can irritate one’s eyes, nose,
and throat causing health issues with lungs or

even blood.7 Liquids such as petroleum, and micro
particles such as lead, copper and other metals are
major problems within the soil. Some contaminants
will be absorbed by the soil, making the land unfit to
provide nutrition for plants; some will leak into the
adjacent waterways, contaminate the water source
and pollute the underwater ecosystem.

6. Hollander, Justin B., Niall Kirkwood, and Julia L. Gold. Principles of Brownfield Regeneration: Cleanup, Design, and Reuse of
Derelict Land. (Washington: Island Press, 2010), 2.
7. “Air Quality - Particle Pollution.” Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, September 4, 2019. https://www.cdc.gov/air/particulate_matter.html.
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Pre Industrialization
In the beginning of the 18th century, Olneyville was
a 95-acre farmland owned by the Revolutionary War
Captain Christopher Olney, with a market square
(currently Olneyville Square) for both European
settlers and nearby Narragansett Indians.8 One of
the oldest mills, Rising Sun Mills, was located near
the center of Olneyville. The farm produced mostly
crops.
8. Rhode Island College Dylan Cochrane, “From Gristmill to
Melting Pot: Christopher Olney & Olneyville,” Rhode Tour,
accessed March 25, 2021, https://rhodetour.org/items/show/274.
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Industrial Revolution
In the mid-18th century, with the flow of
industrialization, Christopher Olney established
the Christopher Olney & Company, which
operated two paper mills and a gristmill along
the Woonasquatucket River.9 The rise of industry
attracted workers both from within the US and the
immigrants to move into cities, which were driving
most of the economic development. The City of
Providence, including Olneyville, became one of the
earliest industrial cities in the US.
The urbanization process accelerated the creation
of property-related laws, such as zoning laws, land
use policy, and red lining associate practices. Within
these policies, the red lining discriminated against
people and their communities based on race and
income.
9. Dylan Cochrane, “From Gristmill to Melting Pot: Christopher
Olney & Olneyville,”

28
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Decline of the Industrial City
The economic development in this period
encouraged heavy industrial manufacturing to be
built along major transportation routes such as rivers
and train tracks. However, with the economic decline
experienced after World War II, industrial cities were
severely brought down. Wealthy residents, mostly
white, gradually moved out from the city centers,
polluted with all the recent industrial factories, to
the countryside with better living environments.
People without the ability to move, were forced to
stay. With the city centers in decline, with postindustrial legacies such as brownfields, the housing
property value dropped almost instantly. Heavily
industrial cities, such as Providence became a place
of minorities and a place for the poor, especially in
areas such as Olneyville.

30
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Solutions for Brownfields & Proposed Outcomes
According to the United States Department of
Labor, for landowners to redevelop or reuse possible
contaminated brownfield sites, the properties need
to be evaluated by the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA) to determine their
hazardous level. The EPA and Hazardous Waste
Operations and Emergency Response from OSHA
can provide suitable remediation solutions based on
the assessments. Five general engineering controls
for brownfields are: Capping in Place (Asphalt or
Concrete), Capping in Place (Clean Fill), Passive
Depressurization Systems, Active Depressurization
Systems, and Groundwater Migration Barriers.10 Due
to the cost of these solutions, without investment
the landowners often forced to choose to cover

the land with concrete or add clean fill above the
contaminated soils. For the sites with no sign of
economic benefit, the land will be closed to the
public as a cheaper alternative.
For the remediated brownfields, rapid renovation and
redevelopment will bring activities and new residents
and workers into the area. As a chain effect,
“cleanup makes a neighborhood more attractive and
may drive up real estate prices, forcing up rents, and
thus displacing the populations who suffered (sic) the
consequences of industrial development, while richer
homeowners capture the gains in their property
assets.”11 This series of unjust changes is so- called
“gentrification.”

Asbestos Abatement Treatment on Brownfield
Posted from Trident Environmental Group

10. United States Environmental Protection Agency. “Engineering Controls on Brownfields Information Guide,” 2010.
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-09/documents/ec_information_guide.pdf
11.Winifred Curran and Trina Hamilton, “Chapter 1: Just Green Enough in Transition,” in Just Green Enough: Urban Development and
Environmental Gentrification (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 19.
34
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CHAPTER TWO:
OLNEYVILLE

36 by Jun Jiang
Photo

37

REIMAGINE THE DAMAGE

State of Rhode Island

City of Providence

RIDEM Site Investigation & Remedation
E. Land Use Restriction
Environmental Injustice Area

Olneyville Neighborhood

Brownfields in Providence
Providence, RI is known as a post-industrial region.
During the 19th century, it was a time of intense
manufacturing. Providence was once home to the
largest tool factory in the United States, Providence
Tool Company, and ranked first nationally in the
manufacture of jewelry and wool production.12
According to EPA’s brownfields program “Cleanups
In My Community (CIMC)”, Providence today has
229 sites included in the public database that are
marked or designated either as brownfields or
superfunds.13 This number is only a “guesstimate,”
for the ones with assessments, the actual number of
brownfields is still unknown.

12. “Providence: ‘Three and ONE-HALF Centuries at a
Glance.’” Accessed March 21, 2021. https://web.archive.org/
web/20060113213109/http://www.providenceri.com/history/
centuries1.html.
13. EPA, “Cleanups and Grants Listing Page” (number of cases
in Providence region, EPA). https://ofmpub.epa.gov/apex/cimc/
f?p=101:10::::::
38
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Gentrification

/ˌjentrəfəˈkāSH(ə)n/

‘the process whereby the character
of a poor urban area is changed by
wealthier people moving in, improving
housing, and attracting new businesses, typically displacing current inhabitants in the process.’
— Oxford Dictionary

The Scales of Gentrification
Photo by Tyler Lariviere

40

41

REIMAGINE THE DAMAGE

Woonasquatucket River & Urban Development

Photo by Mike Braca

1

The revitalization of Riverside Park and the
implementation of Woonasquatucket River Greenway
Project connecting Olneyville to Downtown
Providence, improve the overall living environment
of the Olneyville neighborhood. However, this has
also attracted investors to regenerate the old mill
buildings along the river. These post-industrial
legacies are reconstructed into luxury apartments for
new incoming wealthy residents.

repurposed the former worsted wool producer,
Rising Sun Mills, into a mixed use high end living
complex. The same redevelopment happened to
The Plant complex on 60th Valley St. These new
developments are putting pressure onto the current
residents of Olneyville.

Furthermore, within Olneyville, investors have

2
3
Woonasquatucket River Greenway Bike Path & Kayak Event
Photo 1,2 & 3 by WRWC
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New Large Scale Residential Development
Riverfront Apartments
Rising Sun Mills
Olney Tower Apartments
US Rubber Lofts

The 903
The Promenade Apartments

Olneyville Neighborhood

4

6
4. Photo from The Promenade Apartments
5. Photo from The 903
6. Photo from Rising Sun Mill Apartments

5

Riverside Park

44

Donigian Park

Woonasquatucket River
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Gentrification Forces
Olenvyille is undergoing pressure from surrounding
communities experiencing rapid development.
One of these is the arts district along the
Woonasquatucket River, where artists and musicians
initially moved in, and the development of these
properties quickly followed.

Photo by Emma Jerzyk

7
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8

Another important community is the West End
neighborhood, as the local housing organizations
are working hard to improve the environment, more
retailers and restaurants are moving into the area.
Similarly, new activities and redevelopments may
gradually expand into Olneyville and attract highincome earners to relocate into this neighborhood.

Furthermore, the Federal Hill neighborhood has been
developing with the support of its strong and pretty
intact Italian community since the 1800s, although
not as rapidly as the other neighborhoods.
While looking at this situation in the city context, the
land property value will quickly override the current
residents’ capability to deal with it, given lack of
political or economic power. Therefore, the need for
a solution to mitigate the gentrification process is
urgent.

7 & 8 Photo from GoProvidence
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Adjacent Neighborhoods and Districts

t

istric

Art D

The Steel Yard
Photo by Annali Kiers

Waterfire Arts Center
Photo from Waterfire Arts Center

Olneyville Neighborhood

Federal Hill

West End

J Schatz Studio in Olneyville
Photo from J Schatz Studio

48

Wilbury Group Theatre
Photo by Anne Washburn
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Olneyville Demographic

63.9%
16.5%
11.4%
2.4%
3.7%
2.1%

Hispanic
White
Black
Asian
Mixed
Other
Race and Ethnicity

50

52.1%
8.7%
39.0%

Employed
Unemployed
Other

Employment

67.73%
Renters Occupy

32.37%
Owner
Occupy

Housing Occupation

Olneyville is a neighborhood located on the west side
of Providence County, it is about 0.58 square miles
in area. According to the 2010 US Census, the total
population is about 6,933; within that, 68% are Hispanic, 16.5% White, 11.4% Black and other mixed
races. In addition, 47.7% are unemployed or not in
the labor force. Olneyville is considered a low income
community, where 41% of the population are below
poverty level (Data from US Census 2000). As for
housing occupancy, 67.73% are renters(Data from
US Census 2010), which means lack of stability once
the rent becomes unaffordable.

51
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Methodology

Data Collection Mapping & Analysis

To have a comprehensive view of Olneyville, data
was gathered through mapping & analysis, field
study with site visits, and semi-structured interviews.
The goal was to get not only an overview of this
neighborhood, but also an understanding of some of
the causes and effects of this community’s current
situation through different lenses.

Field Study & Site Visits

52
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Data Collection Mapping & Analysis
Data collection, mapping and analysis allowed for
a deeper understanding of the basic formation of
Olneyville. With further analysis of how the landform
is affecting the connectivities in the neighborhood,
the analysis further proved the existence of
meaningful disconnections within and out with
Olneyville.

54
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Data Collection & Mapping

56

Topography

Public Greenspace

Residential Area

Industrial Area

Woonasquatucket River

Woonasquatucket Greenway

Post / Current Industrial Sites

Brownfields

Highway & Railroad

School

Churches

Food Industry
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Site Analysis - Natural Landform

Donigian Park

Woonasquatucket River Greenway
Woonasquatucket River Greenway
Woonasquatucket River
Riverside Park

From the landform and natural area study,
Olneyville has two distinctive landforms:
the upper hill and the lower valley. The
Woonasquatucket River runs from west to
east, curving through the valley of Olneyville.
The two major open public green spaces in the
area, Riverside Park and Donigian Park, were
both remediated post-industrial sites, and are
located along the river in the valley, as well as
the greenway bike path.

58
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Donigian Park

Canal at Egale Square Plaza

Woonasquatucket River
60

Riverside Park
61
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Site Analysis - Land Use

Residentiall

In Olneyville, the majority of residential housing
is located on the north side upper land, while
the commercial plazas, store fronts, and postindustrial sites including brownfields are mostly
in the lower valley along the river. This is due to
their proximity to old transportation routes such
as the railroad and the river. From the landform
and the land uses, there is a clear distinction
between the residential and commercial areas.

Food Industry
Commercial
Post-Industrial
Brownfield
62
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Residential Housing

Light Industry

Post-Industrial Sites

Commercial / Business Plazas
64
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Site Analysis - Important Institutions

Elementary

Community Center

William D’Abate Elementary School

Olneyville Community Library

Other important local institutions include the
William D’Abate Elementary School, located in
the center of the neighborhood. Churches and
the community library are the major community
gathering spaces for meetings and events, and
they are mostly located either in the valley,
where all the commercial areas are, or on the
north edge of Olneyville. Two-thirds of the
neighborhood is bounded by the Highway US6, RI-10 and the Pascoag Train Line, offering;
limited access for the residents from Olneyville
to enter or exit the neighborhood.

66
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Steel Yard

Mural under Highway Route 6
68
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Site Analysis - Disconnected Areas of Olneyville

Layering all the site information presents a clear
layout of the neighborhood. A sharp difference
between residential and commercial areas
is drawn into the neighborhood. The distinct
change of land use generates separating
lines between two types of districts and may
discourage people from going to the center of
Olneyville.

70

71

REIMAGINE THE DAMAGE

Field Study & Site Visits
To learn about the Olneyville neighborhood through
my personal yet informed perspectives, mostly as a
landscape architect, my trips and walks in Olneyville
were documented in video. Planned routes were
documented thoroughly for a better understanding of
the current walking environment for residents.

72
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Feild Study - A Trip to Olneyville

Olneyville

Downtown Providence

Industrial Builidngs

Residential

Art & Nature

Commercial Plaza
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Field Study - Walks in Olneyville

Walk One
5 min

Walk Two
8 min
Walk Three
15 min
Walk Four
10 min

Resident Household
Destinations
Bridge - Threshold
76

Riverside Park
Trail

Pre-planned walks were documented
to observe the physical condition of the
neighborhood. Starting from residential
households in different locations, each walk
was planned with different destinations in the
valley. All the routes are within fifteen minutes of
walking distance, and with these trips, the walks
are seen as a community member walking in the
neighborhood. (Selected Photographs present
in previous mapping and analysis section)

Elementary
Riverside Park
Entrence

Donigian park

Family Dollar

Restaurant
Church
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Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were held with
Olneyville’s two community leaders from different
organizations. Sets of questions related to the
current situation in Olneyville and asked about their
vision for this neighborhood, and also opinions on
the concerns of the current gentrification process.

78
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Semi-Structured Interview

The first interview was held on March 21st, 2021
with Alicia Lehrer from Woonasquatucket River
Watershed Council (WRWC). The concept of restoring the waterfront in Olneyville and implementing a
greenway in the neighborhood started in 1993; the
former chair of Providence Plan, Fred Lippitt, worked
collectively with Jane Sherman to establish the
WRWC. The council’s plan is ‘an urban environmental program sparking economic development and
thriving neighborhoods for all.’14 Alicia Leher, as the
current executive director of WRWC, has been working in the organization for thirteen years. As a leading
member of WRWC, she has pushed the revitalization of Woonasquatucket River Greenway Project
into a next phase: the current goal for the council is
to improve the stormwater management system in
Olneyville, and expand the greenway into other areas
in Providence. (Full interview see Appendices, Page
138)
Riverside Park Before and After
Photo from WRWC

14.“Who We Are,” Woonasquatucket River Watershed Council, November 18, 2020, https://wrwc.org/wp/about/who-we-are/.
80
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Semi-Structured Interview

Sabina Matos

The second interview was held on March 27th, 2021
with Olneyville’s Councilwoman Sabina Matos.
Matos has been the City Council President since
January 2019, and she was recently elected as the
Lieutenant Governor of Rhode Island. She was first
elected to the Providence City Council in 2010 as
Councilwoman for Ward 15, which covers Olneyville
as well as parts of the Silver Lake and Valley neighborhoods.15 Matos believes that it is her priority to
represent her community. She has close relationships with community members and always has
conversations with them to know the exact needs of
the community. She believes that the major needs
for Olneyville are affordable housing and affordable
commercial spaces for local businesses. From her
point of view, Olneyville is facing the unavoidable
gentrification and she is trying to use her powers and
connections to minimize the impacts from redevelopment. (Full interview see Appendices, Page 144)
Mural in Olneyville
Photo from One Neighborhood Builder

15. “Councilwoman Sabina Matos.” Providence City Council. Accessed May 25, 2021. https://council.providenceri.gov/councilwomansabina-matos/.
82
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Interview Take Aways
From the interviews with Alica Lehrer and Sabina
Matos, it became progressively clear that, even
though their intentions are both for improving the
living quality of the community, their approaches and
directes the outcomes may steer the neighborhood
into a tetino between two opposite directions. The
WRWC launched the Woonasquatucket Greenway
Project with the State of Rhode Island and City
of Providence, with the intention of converting
the burned Riverside Mill into the Riverside Park,
open for the residents. The plan continues with
the goal of creating walkable riverfronts along the
Woonasquatucket River. The greenway connects
the residents in Olneyville to adjacent communities
as well as downtown Providence. However,
this revitalization is not only improving the living
environment of Olneyville, but also attracting
investments to redevelop post-industrial buildings
into luxury apartments. Lehrer expressed the
WRWC’s next plan in Olneyville neighborhood is to
improve and beautify the community with stormwater
filtration planting beds, which will increase the value
of the neighborhood again. While asking the question
of how to mitigate the gentrification process, she
answered: “ I don’t know.” She expressed her
concerns on gentrification, however, there were no
solutions offered at the time.
On the other hand, Matos pointed out that the most
important priority for Olneyville currently is affordable
84

housing. Due to the rising rent price, residents are
facing the risk of being forced to relocate. This
situation became worse after the COVID pandemic,
which caused a rise in unemployment. About
the current gentrification situation, Matos and her
team set housing requirements for the proposing
investors and emphasize the importance of mix
rate apartments, especially affordable housing. She
uses the Paragon Mills as an example of rejecting
unreasonable investment proposals such as turning
the mill buildings next to Olneyville square into a
luxury apartment complex. She said that “this will
accelerate the gentrification in Olneyville 10 years”.
She also told of her own personal experience about
how the local businesses are being kept in private
households due to the high rate of commercial
space and other economic obstacles. The major
need for Olneyville now is to gain more voice in the
development process through strengthening the
economy of the neighborhood. Quoting from Majora
Carter, an American urban revitalization strategist,
Matos believes in the concept of “self-gentrification”,
which sustains that the rise of a community should
come from the power from the residents, instead
of outside investments. With more opportunities for
the local businesses to grow, there could be a chain
effect as more job opportunities, higher income, and
an eventually better living environment overall.

progressively clearer a tension between the two
sides of one same attempt at improving local
conditions. Both of their actions and goals aim
to work for the sake of the community. As the
Greenway project beautifies the community,
there is a trend of investments inviting wealthy
residents to relocate into Olneyville, which will, in
turn, accelerate gentrification. Matos’ solutions are
workable, however, I personally do not think they
are strong enough for the community to hold the
ground towards incoming investments. Because
small businesses are valuable by themselves and
easy to be taken over by investments with huge final
support.
While visiting Olneyville, this neighborhood showed
me an active attitude of building a better environment
within the community and having the ambition of
raising this place to a next level of prosperity, which
really inspired me. I believe there are solutions
for the community to empower themselves
economically and, at the same time, improve their
living environment. Although gentrification may not
be stopped altogether, the community can be more
resistant to the upcoming pressure.

From the two interviews conducted, it became
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Analysis and Objectives

Upper Hill

Upper Hill

Lower Valley
Lower Valley

The analysis from three different research methods highlighted a
disconnection between the residential and the commercial areas,
which corresponds to a segregation between the activity zones and
the community. Landform and the street conditions discourage people
from going to the center of Olneyville. Although most of the commercial
destinations are around the Olneyville Square, post-industrial mill
buildings with few households in the valley area show a lack of human
activities.
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With an explicit aim of connecting the two parts of Olneyville – the valley
with commercial activities and the hill where the community resides – a
series of strategies were explored. These strategies try to link the two
landforms and, at the same time, bring more activities into the center
of Olneyville. Furthemore, they attempt to create more access points
along the river for pedestrians and vehicles, increase multi-use activity
spaces, and mix rate residential units in the valley area for more human
activities.
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CHAPTER THREE:
REIMAGINING OLNEYVILLE
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Overall Strategy

Landscape
Framework

Urban Scale Planning

Transportation
Connectivity

The Atlantic Mill

Design Strategies
Green Buffer Zone / Edges

Landscape Strategy
(including bioremediation
methods) to Regenerate
Post-Industrial Sites

Landscape Framework
Cultural Programming
Economy Strategy

Topography / Thresholds

Fortify Community to
Prevent Displacement

Building Structure
Hydrology
Cultural
Programming

The aforementioned strategies have two main
objectives: first, to explore landscape frameworks
for cleaning up post-industrial sites. Second, to
look for ways to fortify the community, helping them
deepen their roots in Olneyville. To achieve these
two objectives, landscape is used as a primary
vehicle, fully integrated with the support from cultural
programming and economic strategies.
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Economy
Strategy

Hispanic Heritage Month
Hispanic Art & Craft Events
Mural Walk in Neighborhood
Food Festival & Farmers Market

Adult Job Training Program
Affordable Housing & Commercial Space
Government Funding for Local Businesses
Incentive Business & Housing Program
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Bioremediation

Bioremediation Method
Bioremediation is a process that uses living organisms, mostly microorganisms and plants, to degrade
and reduce or detoxify waste products and pollutants.16 The bioremediation method I focus on is used
to remediate the contaminated soils by plants, using
a particular set of methods called “Phytoremediation”. The plants are used to extract the pollutants
into the roots and either degrad it in the leaves or
the contamination volatilized as a gas through plant
leaves and stems.

16. “Nature News,” Nature News (Nature Publishing Group),
accessed May 26, 2021, https://www.nature.com/subjects/bioremediation.
Bioremediation Methods
Diagrams from “Phyto” by Neil Kirkwood
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Organic Contamination Remediation Plant Palette

PCBs, Petroleum Products & VOCs

European White Birch

Austrian Pine Tree

Osage Orange Tree

Sunflower

Betula pendula

Pinus nigra

Maclura pomifera

Helianthus annuus

Phytoremediation Plant Materials
The research on Olneyville’s other contaminated
brownfield sites was combined with the EPA’s
contamination list with the common contaminants
from fabric industrial sites. They can be categorized
into two categories: organic contaminants, such as
PAHs, and Petroleum Products, such as oils; and
inorganic contaminants, such as Asbestos, Lead and
other Metals.

According to the U.S.D.A. Plant Hardiness Zone
map, Rhode Island is in Zone 6b; where the plants
need to have the ability to survive between the minimum average temperatures of -10° to 0°F. The plant
pallett is curated with certain requirements as all the
plants selected can be grown in Zone 6b, and have
the ability to absorb the inorganic contaminants and
degrade the organic contaminants.

Tall Fescue

Big Bluestem

Soft Rush

Spiked Speedwell

Festuca arundinacea

Andropogon gerardii

Juncus effusus

Veronica spicata

Inorganic Contamination Remediation Plant Palette
Asbestos, Lead, Mercury & Other Metals
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Asplund Birch

Sideoats Grama

Betula neoalaskana

Bouteloua curtipendula

Legumes spp.

Canadian Wild Rye
Elymus canadensis

Hydrangea

Autumn Fern

India mustard

Hydrangea macrophylla

Dryopteris erythrosora

Brassica juncea
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Cultural Programming

PCL Hispanic Heritage Month
The Hispanic Heritage Month, held by the
Providence Community Library, celebrates the
art, culture and heritage of the vibrant and diverse
Latinx Community.12 By extending this event into
Olneyville, the community can have a chance to
celebrate and develop their own special events and
activities including dance performances, ceramics
making, weaving & other arts; also discussions and
exhibitions around food preparation and growth
cultivation methods.

12. “PCL Celebrates Hispanic Heritage Month!” Providence
Community Library. Accessed May 23, 2021. https://www.
provcomlib.org/blog/pcl-celebrates-hispanic-heritage-month-0.

PCL Celebrates Hispanic Heritage Month
Photo from Providence Community Library
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Wilbury Theatre Group – Sarah Leach and artist Matt Tracy
Photo from Woonasquatucket River Greenway Arts

WaterFire Providence - “Moon River”
Photo from Woonasquatucket River Greenway Arts
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Local Organizations / Businesses
Artists moved into Olneyville before the current wave
of gentrification, they are also affected by gentrification as they grew their studios. The strategy here
encourages the collaboration between local artists,
businesses, and different types of organizations,
such as the Steel Yard for recycling craft making
and installation arts; the Wilbury Group Theater for
performing arts; Farm fresh for local cultural food
productions; and What Cheer Flower Farm for remediation plants supply. Corporations can spread the
name of Olneyville and, at the same time, give opportunities for the local businesses to grow.

HALLOWEEN IRON POUR AT THE STEEL YARD
Photo from Chris Dalpe
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Part I: Urban Scale Planning - Disconnection in Olneyville

Threshold to Mill District
Atlantic Mills

There are two thresholds connecting residents
with the major commercial and recreational
areas, at the end of Manton Ave, a bridge
connecting pedestrians and traffic to
Westminster Street. Major cultural and social
activities take place in Olneyville square.

Threshold to Olneyville Square
Olneyville Square

Light Industry
Institutions
Restaurants
Stores
Churches
School
102

103

REIMAGINE THE DAMAGE

Part I: Urban Scale Planning - Current Transportation

Roads
Highway
Bikeway
Train
Bus - High Frequency
Bus - Local & Regional
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Currently, the major construction involved
rerouting US 6-10 Connector around Olneyville
creates significant traffic snarls in the area.
Six roads come from different directions, all
of them merging into Westminster Street,
which is the spine of Olneyville square. The
Woonasquatucket River Greenway bike lane
stops abruptly before entering the center of
Olneyville and continues from Riverside Park
heading west.
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Part I: Urban Scale Planning - Proposed Transportation

Potential Residential Housing
Pedestrian Only Zone
Green Zone w/ Bike Lane
Roads
Highway
Bikeway
Train
Bus - High Frequency
Bus - Local & Regional
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To resolve and eliminate the traffic conjunction,
I propose a new urban transportation system
around Olneyville Square. The proposal involves
closing the center of Olneyville and creating a
pedestrian only walking zone as the inner loop
while shifting the roads outward and creating
an outer loop. The pedestrian zone will create
opportunities for the surrounding districts to
commute in and out of Olneyville. The bike
lanes can be connected along the river and be
new green corridors in the urban environment.
By increasing the number of residents around
Olneyville Square, there will be more human
activities in the area.
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Part I: Urban Scale Planning - Open Spaces

Vehicle Loop
Pedestrian Loop
Green Corridors
Parking Lot
Green Spaces
108

The Woonasquatucket River acts as a spine running
through Olneyville Square, using green open spaces
as the connection between urban voids.
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Part I: Landscape Framework - Urban Elements

Sidewalk Social Pocket Space
Safe Crosswalk

m
in

s

Food Truck Court

15

Safe Elementary Zone
Green Lawn
Activity Playground

10
mi
ns

School Vegetation & Flower Garden

5m
ins

Bioswale & Biofiltration Planter

Cultural Activity Avenue

Atlantic Mill Community Center

Pedestrian Olny Zone
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Part II: The Atlantic Mill

Atlantic Mill

With the proposed urban routes, consideration
was made on two major issues around Olneyville
square: first, Manton Avenue will be the major route
leading traffic and pedestrians into the Olneyville
square; second, the gentrification forces coming
from the arts districts and adjacent neighborhoods.
The community needs a place that can become
their holding ground to minimize the trend of
gentrification forces encroaching on to the rest of
the neighborhood.

hinge between the two sides of the neighborhood.
With a huge potential for the community to take over
and working together with the landscape framework,
economic strategies and cultural programming,
this place can work as a self-running community
incubator that potentially does not need outside
support.

The Atlantic mill on Manton Avenue will be a critical
place to pass through for anyone who wants to go
to the Olneyville square. This place can work as a
112
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Part II: The Atlantic Mill - Strategy

Ale

ppo

1. Atlantic Mill Main Building
2. Residential Building
3. Parking Lot
4. Riverside Trail
5. Bio-remediation Planters
6. Green Buffer Zone
7. Activity Platform
8. Mix-use Building
9. New Commercial Building

St.

3
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Topography / Thresholds
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Building Structure

114

Hydrology
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Part II: The Atlantic Mill - Green Buffer Zone / Edges

Ale

ppo

1. Atlantic Mill Main Building
2. Residential Building
3. Parking Lot
4. Riverside Trail
5. Bio-remediation Planters
6. Green Buffer Zone
7. Activity Platform
8. Mix-use Building
9. New Commercial Building
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3
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Bus Station
/ Pocket shade area
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Green Buffer Zone
Cut & Fill
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Part II: The Atlantic Mill - Green Buffer Zone / Edges

Ale

ppo

1. Atlantic Mill Main Building
2. Residential Building
3. Parking Lot
4. Riverside Trail
5. Bio-remediation Planters
6. Green Buffer Zone
7. Activity Platform
8. Mix-use Building
9. New Commercial Building
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Bioremediation Planters Green Lawn w/ Seating
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Part II: The Atlantic Mill - Building Structure

Ale
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1. Atlantic Mill Main Building
2. Residential Building
3. Parking Lot
4. Riverside Trail
5. Bio-remediation Planters
6. Green Buffer Zone
7. Activity Platform
8. Mix-use Building
9. New Commercial Building
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Affordable Housing Programs
- Atlantic Mill Building will have affordable commercial spaces for local, common
kitchen, educational center, community hall, and offices for local organizations.
- The back building will be majorly residential with more privacy environment
- Mix-Use Building will have residential at the higher level, commercial at the
lower level
- The new building on Delaine St will be retail facing public.
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Part II: The Atlantic Mill - Hydrology
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1. Atlantic Mill Main Building
2. Residential Building
3. Parking Lot
4. Riverside Trail
5. Bio-remediation Planters
6. Green Buffer Zone
7. Activity Platform
8. Mix-use Building
9. New Commercial Building
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Part II: Phasing Plan

Phase I
Site Demolition &
Framework

Phase II
Site Work &
Bioremediation

Phase III
Building Renovation

Building Renovation

Building semi-ope

Phase V
Complete & Fully Open
to Public

Builidng fully occupy

Welcoming Edge

Street Landscape
Highway Bufferzone
Parking lot demolition

Define the site through
street landscape
- Stormwater management
implementation
Begin parking lot
demolition
- Excavated material use
to create buffer zone along
highway
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Phase IV
Occupation of Business
& Residents

Terracing Platforms & Planters

Implementation
- Terracing strategy
- Activity platform
- Bioremediation planters
- Highway buffer zone

Waterfront Construction

Riverside Walk Open

Terracing Open to public

Construction
- Main Mill building first
- Residential building
second
- New building
Terraces open to public

Activate
- Local business move in
- Waterfront construction
- Connect Riverside Trails
- Job training center

Fortify
- Residents move in
- Cultural Events
- Riverside trail and bike lane
open
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
This thesis has focused on developing a series of
localized strategies in response to complex questions related to urban brownfield regeneration and
environmental justice. The industrialization legacy
and capitalism’s economic forces continuously influence the urban development pattern. As artists and
low-income people finally found an affordable place
to live and build their community, capitalism quickly
followed, bringing with it unwanted types of development into the area. This is a problem a lot of the
post-industrial revitalization projects have faced.
The strategies proposed here look at the issues
identified across various scales and from different
perspectives.
Olneyville, a neighborhood located in the well known
post-industrial city Providence is currently at a high
risk of being gentrified by the surrounding urban
redevelopment. The work in this thesis aims to hold
ground for the residents currently facing gentrification, by proposing a new urban framework and a
community incubator. This framework includes a new
urban green linkage, expanded traffic routes, the renovation of existing post-industrial buildings to work
as a community hinge, the provision of economic
support to local businesses and housing development, and an emphasis on the cultural identity of the
neighborhood. Ultimately, this strategy includes a
series of landscape practices operating together with
130

a diversified program. And it is argued here that this
strategy may eventually build a solid defence to halt,
even if never completely stopping, gentrification.
One person or one family may not have enough
power facing the political or economic forces of a
city or a neighborhood, but when operating collectively as a cohesive community, it becomes possible
to have a stronger and more articulate voice to face
some of these forces. At this point in the process, the
thesis proposes strategies to address disconnection,
walkability, affordability of housing, and the need for
community identity. With the proposed pedestrian
only zone, the center of Olneyville can be reactivated
as the major commercial and recreational destinations in the area. The regeneration of the Atlantic Mill,
more specifically, can become a strong binding force
in the middle of this area, a place for the community
to develop their own relationships with each other
and benefit from the process of self-development.

It is easily accepted that these strategies combining
landscape, socio-cultural and economic factors may
take a very long time for the community to develop.
They need large and comprehensive plans as compared to other, more localized investments. However,
this process aims to offer strategies for a completely
self-supported community, so that they can build
even stronger connections within themselves and
also define more clearly how they wish to relate to
other adjacent neighborhoods and the wider city
territory. For this thesis to become a more feasible
study, one that could eventually be presented to the
community, more detailed and practical economic
strategies and specific cultural programming would
have to be conducted to give a clearer vision of the
future of Olneyville.

From this whole process, I have extended my approaches from remediating brownfields to regenerating brownfields; a wider vision was formed while understanding the complex background of brownfields
and different parties involved in these properties. I
have learned that instead of setting the landscape as
a final production, using the landscape as a tool to
incorporate economic and social strategies can create a more effective plan for the problem.
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schla388. “Environmentalism vs. Environmental Justice.” Text. UMD, September 29, 2020. https://
champ.d.umn.edu/sustainability/news/environmentalism.
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MANIFESTO
We are manipulating landscapes; logging without

of what we can hold in our hands. We have been

limits, manufacturing using dirty materials, using

taking control not only over the landscape but also

rivers as dumping ground, setting fires as we please.

the people who live on these lands. The pollutants

The major environmental crises are all related to the

and contaminants are biting back at us. In the past,

landscape; global warming, natural disasters,

we could not find solutions for damaged landscapes,

species going extinct every day and every minute. In

but now, with the current technology development

the era of rapid development, we are accustomed to

and research abilities, we are capable of doing so. As

throwing away or replacing things that are broken,

designers, we should use knowledge and

rather than thinking about how to repair or reuse. We

technologies we know of to bring the natural

use the land as we develop it, but as time goes by, a

environment into the forefront of society. There

piece of land becomes less useful and even harmful;

should be a balance, cooperation, a mutualism

the immediate reaction is to throw it away like litter

relationship between humans and the landscape.

and explore a new place to exploit. These actions are
leading to the destruction of our living environment.

We are always writing the histories on our land, we

We are treating the landscape as an accessory or an

live, thrive, or take over the landscapes while we

object that can be manipulated as we wish.

develop them. Landscape architecture should be the
connection between past, present, and future. It is

We should be aware that it is time to put our focus

important for us to realize that every decision we

outside of our own individual living space.

make on the land will leave marks on it and it is on us

Landscape is not a yard or a garden attached to the

whether to turn them into drawings or scars.

house, waiting for decorations. It is beyond the scale
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there, she would go and just listen, or the library was

voices from within the community or maybe from the

organizing a meeting, she would go to that meeting

economic side such as housing development, real

and listen; the church group was having a meeting,

estate investors, or city investors?

she would just go to the meeting and listen. After a

Interview - Alicia Lehrer
March 17th, 2021. 15:32 - 16:18

02:38 Jun Jiang: Would you briefly describe who you

I’m going to tell you some of the stories of how those

are and how that life experience may relate to the

relationships were built. Basically, the work of my

current position you occupy?

organization was started by a different group called
Providence Plan. Their job was to do projects to

02:43 Alicia Lehrer: I am Alica Lehrer, the executive

improve the quality of life for people in the city of

director of the Woonasquatucket River Watershed

Providence that the city themselves couldn’t do,

Council. I have been there for 13 years, and before

because of the way that they were structured. So it

that, I was at the Southern Rhode Island

was non-profit, just dedicated to improving quality of

Conservation district for 10 years; and then I was at

life. They selected the neighborhood in Providence of

another watershed organization for a few years

Olneyville as one of their focus areas because it was

before that. I actually got into this work, I was always

the most economically challenged, the poorest

interested in being in the environmental field,

people in the city live there, a lot of people are the

especially community; organizing, and on the ground

first generation of Americans, you know, probably the

change. Really I was most interested in engaging

lowest rents at the time. So people there were not

people and improving their environment. I did end up

necessarily by choice, but they were there because

in the water quality field due to my training, but I am

that was where they can afford to live.

happy with that. I got my master’s degree in natural

05:25 At that time, there was really no green space

resources science and my focus was water quality.

that felt safe in the entire neighborhood in Olneyville.
They also were looking for other ways to get

03:52 Jun Jiang: How did you build the relationship

themselves out of Olneyville, and the only way at the

with the community? Were there any obstacles when

time was to take the bus, it’s still the only way. A lot

approaching the neighborhood? Would you like to

of people didn’t have their own cars, so the idea of

share some stories?

building a greenway, for an alternative When Jane
Sherman, who was the key volunteer for that group

04:04 Alicia Lehrer: Truthfully, I came into the

got started to work in Olneyville, she ended up just

Woonasquatucket Organization after a lot of the

going to hundreds of community meetings. So like

relationships and community had already been built.

anybody’s meeting; a neighborhood meeting was

138

while, she just got to know what the issues were that

09:10 Alicia Lehrer: Not at all, because nobody

were important to people. Then she was able to start

wanted to invest in this area at that time. It was just

to have her own sherds and meetings, and, you

really the worst place in the city, and who was gonna

know, do her very best to help people to get what

invest money there. So what Jane did is she brought

they wanted. It turned out that the top priority for

in partnership with the local community development

people was to have a safe place for their kids to

corporations which was Olneyville Housing at the

transportation, walking, and biking, and handicap

time, now that organization is called One

accessibility between Olneyville and downtown

Neighborhood Builders. But Olneyville Housing was

became a very high priority.

not working in the areas near the river or places that

06:58 So we started working to restore any existing

are now parks. They were working in different

parklands into usable spaces, restoring the river as a

sections of Olneyville, building affordable housing

resource running through the community instead of

because that was their goal. She brought them in to

this dumping ground that it had been and building

jointly build new housing, and keep them affordable,

the Woonasquatucket Greenway. It took a very long

while we are building new park spaces. And then

time, in the process, Jane really pulled in hundreds of

investments came in later, once the resources started

partners, she visited every local legislator, all the US

to improve a lot of people started to invest in the

allegations, the centers, the congresspeople,

neighborhood.

anybody who she can take out and show what was
happening in Olneyville, and what her vision was for

10:13 Jun Jiang: I assume that’s when everything

the place. She did tours and tours, people were like

started to be brought back to life? Started to have

“What? You wanted to turn this pile of rubble into a

some activities?

park?” you know, it was a hard sell. Finally, with the
River Side Park, which was the kind of key piece

10:24 Alicia Lehrer: Exactly, there are started to be

declared that Olneyville as a brownfield showcase

some major developments, such as the Rising Sun

community, which is a national designation. That was

Mills on Valley St, rehabbed an old mill building, it’s

a piece that really brought everything together and

now both residential and commercial space. There

started to change things.

are so many examples there, it’s not like nobody was
in Olneyville, there were a lot of people there, but it

08:24 Jun Jiang: She is really dedicated to this.

wasn’t a place where people were really trying to
invest and say this is a place that’s worth making

08:28 Alicia Lehrer: Oh yeah, she is amazing, she’s

something out of.

always my inspiration and we still talk about
priorities. She is still part of our team in some places.

10:59 Jun jiang: So in your work, how important is it
to know about brownfield sites and how they impact

08:50 Jun Jiang: What have you done to gain the

the communities you work with? and how you

trust of the neighborhood? Were there any opposing

describe the situation regarding brownfield in the
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adjacency with the river?

16:33 Jun Jiang: As mentioned during the annual

housing. The idea with mixed units like that is that if

meeting, how do you think gentrification can be

you better your position in your life, you are not going

30:02 Alicia Lehrer: I will say on average, we would

11:14 Alicia Lehrer: I think that brownfields have

mitigated or minimized when going through the

to get kicked out, you will still have the place to live.

have maybe 10 junior river rangers every year, and

played a big role in the transformations that we’ve

revitalization process?

You will still be affordable to live in it. So I don’t know

we have probably done that for 10 or 15 years or so.

all the answers.

They are the team and stewards of the river and the

worked on. First of all, that is important to know
where the brownfields are and what the

16:54 Alicia Lehrer: It is a really good question, and

contamination is. The place now where the River

actually, I have been, you know, trying to study up on

27:19 Jun jiang: That’s the part I’m trying to learn

They do basic landscape stuff, they also do graffiti

Side Park was a burned down mill site, that was a

that as much as possible, and I feel like Jane did a

about too. So I am trying to learn about how other

removal, and they also do trash pick up, but they

brownfield site. there were a lot of brownfield sites,

really good job at the beginning of assuring that she

people are doing this too. When you say “things to

also do projects to improve things; such as building

there was just a lot of land that had been abandoned,

was bringing in affordable housing while she was

get” before, do you mean the daily supplies and

benches, picnic tables, or planting flowers, or

has been disused. You know the history of textile

doing remediation. So that kind of remains the place

food?

wildflower meadow, or outdoor classrooms; they are

mills and the other types of mills that were in the area

holder for the place always being affordable, to some

contaminated a lot of lands, contaminated a lot of

degree. But, there are people working on this in

28:12 Alicia Lehrer: Yeah, just amenities, food, what

how to speak about themselves and what their job is,

the water.

different parts of the country, there is a woman

kind of restaurants are there, what kind of coffee

and taking pride in their job, they are trained to work

11:54 At the time when they were created, there just

named Majora Carter, who used to be with the Bronx

shops are there, where do they go shopping, you

with volunteers and to lead teams of people who are

weren’t any rules about that, so it didn’t matter that

River Alliance, and now she has her own consulting

know, can it be a livable place. You know there are all

coming out to the greenway to enjoy the place and

much. but now there is a whole brownfields study for

firm. She is really looking at restoring her community

kinds of things to make this place enjoyable and

also make the place better. Those are entry-level

all of Olneyville. So all of the areas have been

from the ground up, from the grassroots up, and she

livable, and the neighborhood needs all of that.

jobs, but they can move up; if one is successful in

highlighted where there are burn fields, and what it

was someone who was born and raised in the South

will take to clean them up, and the city itself has

Bronx, and really felt like she didn’t want people to

28:36 Jun jiang: How do you think about the job

have the year-round full-time team that takes care of

some grants from EPA and from the department of

be displaced there. She loved her place, but there

opportunities, along with this revitalization?

the greenway. If one did very well in the summer

environmental management, to do assessments on

was so much wrong with it.

brownfields. To determine what it will take to clean

25:28 I saw her speak presently, she said, “Listen,

28:49 Alicia Lehrer: One of the things we have always

longer position in the organization. We certainly post

them up, but also to do some of that cleanup.

just because people don’t have a lot of money

done as part of our programming, we brought in

every position that we have coming available to the

doesn’t mean they don’t want to have nice things or

community members to help with maintaining the

entire community, and our top choice is always to

12:31 Jun Jiang: I know that EPA has cleaned up 4

nice places. You have to develop so that people can

greenway, beautifying the parks, and keeping things

have a community member to take these positions.

sites in Olneyville, and there are a lot of assessment

move up, and not necessarily be stuck at one level

clean. We always try to hire our training people from

grants. Are they targeting all of them or it’s like

so that they can get to a point they can start to invest

the community. So that they have a chance to have

32:26 Jun jiang: So as for this kind of development,

partially studying?

in their own community.’’ She really recommends

their first job, they will have job training and some

are you guys working with the governments, or more

having all different levels of housing, and all different

marketable skills, but they also feel an ownership

on your own?

12:49 Alicia Lehrer: I don’t think they are targeting all

levels of the things you can get in a community. I am

and a pride of their natural resource. We are trying to

of them. I think they are taking whatever

not sure what the answer is personally, of how to you

build a lot of things at the same time. Within our

32:45 Alicia Lehrer: I would say that there is nobody

opportunities arise and are easiest to work on. We

know, prevent displacements, and prevent

River Rangers Program. In terms of our staff and the

we won’t partner with. We work very very closely with

partner a lot with the planning departments, if we

gentrification. I think there has to be a balance to

board, we really try to bring in people that we’re

the city and the towns around the Woonasquatucket

have priorities, for example, to build a new section of

some degree. For example, there is a housing

serving as part of our staff and board. because we

River where the greenway runs through. Providence

a greenway, or building some stormwater treatments

development at 50 kings st. in Olneyville. that

really should be community-led.

is the place we work most frequently because it

to protect the river, then we will work together to

housing development has some affordable housing

rehab a brownfield site; in order to make it useful in

in it and has some workforce housing, which means

29:58 Jun jiang: How many job opportunities have

so much further degraded in the Providence area,

that way.

you have to be within a certain income level to be

been provided through this revitalization? And what

that we still spend a lot of time restoring those

placed in this housing and some market-rate

kind of do they do? Are these long-term jobs?

resources. We are pretty darn close to everybody in
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Woonasquatucket River greenway and the parks.

also becoming community leaders. We train them

the summer program as a River Ranger, then we

program and out of school, then maybe offered a

needs the most help, and the resources have been

141

REIMAGINE THE DAMAGE

the city of Providence. We work with the planning

highway 6-10 connection, are you working with

department, public works, parks department, the

them?

mayor’s office, the office of sustainability. Other than
that, there’s probably another 40 or 50 nonprofits, we

39:39 Alicia Lehrer: That’s a DOT project, we check

work with EPA, and the department of environmental

in with them once a year at least. There’s a lot we are

management. I mean, there just really is nobody that

doing trying to connect the greenway to other

we won’t bring in a project if they are needed and

spaces, and 6-10 is a big opportunity to do that. but

because it’s Rhode Island, everybody knows each

it also will be a big change for the neighborhood. It

other, I think a lot of people know what we are up to

will be creating opportunities for a lot more flow

and they are excited to work with us.

through from one neighborhood to another. and

36:37 I would recommend you to talk to Jennifer

interactions, and it will be connecting our greenway

Hawkins from One Neighborhood Builder. Her

to other bike paths in the state. So it’s a very exciting

perspective will come from a housing organization

project.

that is interested in improving the overall health of
the community. We are also interested in improving
the health of the community but in a direction of
improving natural resources.
37:11 Jun Jiang: So her perspective will be more
urban development?
37:12 Alicia Lehrer: Exactly. She also heads to the
central Providence health equity zone, and they have
a major goal to improve health outcomes within all of
these areas. By directly partnering with the health
providers, and also sending out a crew of community
health workers into the neighborhood so people
know where the resources are, and will not feel that
they are all alone. Reducing her rate of diabetes, rate
of asthma, improving heart health, how much people
spend or taxing the system by going to the
emergency room, you know, it’s the whole structure
of the whole system. They are trying to change the
entire structure of the system so they can be healthy.
39:11 I would say, everybody is working on their little
piece, but we all have the big vision in mind, of just
making life better, more livable, happier, easier for
people, creating opportunities.
39:25 Jun jiang: I saw there is a redesign for the
142
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06:22 Jun Jiang: How do you perceive the problem

08:41 Providence Preservation Society had their

of gentrification that is occurring in Olneyville? How

annual meeting actually right here in the

do you think gentrification can be mitigated or

neighborhood, I remember that they brought a

minimized when going through the revitalization

speaker from New York, her name is Majora Carter,

process?

during her presentation, she used a term knowledge
that’s taught me, and I think that’s what I’ve been

Interview - Sabina Matos
March 27th, 2021. 12:05 - 12:50

02:13 Jun Jiang: Would you briefly describe who you

Providence?

are and how that life experience may relate to the
current position you occupy?

04:20 Sabina Matos: So Olneyville I always see it as
the welcoming place for new waves of immigrants,

02:20 Sabina Matos: Sure, so my name is Sabina

when you look at the history of it, immigrants have

Matos, currently the President of the Providence City

made Olneyville home, you can see there are the

Council, but I have been the councilwoman

Polish homes, so actually, the One Neighborhood

representing the Olneyville neighborhood since 2010.

builder, which is an organization from the

I represent Ward 15, Ward 15 covers the

neighborhood, their office is located in the old Polish

neighborhood of Olneyville, Silver Lake, Palakkad

club which was the place where all of the polish

Valley neighborhood. So I always say that this is my

immigrants used to gather for social gathering. We

priority to represent my community. I am a new

also have a tradition of Irish immigrants and Italian

immigrant to the United States, I like to disclose that

immigrants, right now are mainly Latinos as the new

often because I am proud of my immigrant, and one

wave of immigrants in the neighborhood of

of my immigrant experiences brings to the work that I

Olneyville. So I always see Olneyville as a welcoming

do. I immigrated from the Dominican Publican in

place.

1994, when my family was settled here in
Providence. My parents bought a house in Olneyville

05:16 When you speak to the all-timers here, I say

in 2000, and then after I bought a house myself in

all-timers because I immigrated here in 1994. When

Olneyville neighborhood also right next to the William

you speak to the individuals that were born and grew

D’Abate elementary. I live right now in the silver lake

up in Providence, especially in this area in Olneyville

neighborhood, almost aligned with Olneyville,

and Silver Lake, they always tell me how Olneyville

Pocasset Ave, with my two kids and my husband.

used to be the second downtown. There were a lot of
stores, a lot of commercial activities, so I always hear

04:10 Jun Jiang: How do you describe Olneyville in

those comments about the importance of and the

terms of its communities and neighborhoods? How

crucial part Olneyville played back in the day as

dominant is the relationship between Olneyville and

being a second downtown.
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06:37 Sabina Matos: For me, that’s one of the

trying to accomplish, ever since. She used the term

biggest challenges as someone who represents

“Self-gentrification”, she says that for many of us,

Olneyville. When I was elected, one of my goals is to

our definition of success is that our kids will go to

make sure that individuals who live in Olneyville can

school, go to college, graduate and move out of the

feel proud about the neighborhood when they leave.

neighborhood. But why don’t we change that

Unfortunately, the news always uses Olneyville as the

dynamic? Why can’t we improve the neighborhood,

reference for negative things happening in the city.

to make sure that when our kids grow up, and go to

Honestly at that time, people don’t want to say they

the college, they want to come back, they want to

live in Olneyville, or they are from Olneyville. And I

live here. Or the neighborhood is a choice for them to

want to change that perception. Working with all the

come back to, not like somewhere they want to

groups in the neighborhood, all the community

running away from. So I’ve been using that

organizations, as I said, One Neighborhood Builder

terminology, that’s almost my guidance or principle

used to be Olneyville Housing, working with the

for the things that I want to see happening in

Woonasquatucket Watershed Council, working with

Olneyville.

the Manton Avenue Project in the theater, with the
kids and the school. We are very rational in the

09:55 So what I have been doing is working with

composition of organizations, especially non-profit

different groups, trying to bring progress when it

organizations in the neighborhood.

comes to improving the way the neighborhood looks,
improving the quality of housing in the neighborhood,

07:49 So we have been doing a little work in this, you

making sure there is more housing available in the

felt almost like we were planning for 20 years. And

neighborhood. Also making sure that there is an

finally we feel those things that we were planning has

affordable housing component, is a part of every

a name. Things are changing, a lot of improvements

development that is happening; so that has been my

happening in the neighborhood.

way to temper down the gentrification that is
happening.

08:08 Now the challenge that I have is ‘how do we
keep the neighborhood affordable for all of those

10:57 Jun Jiang: In your work, how important is to

individuals that have been here all along.’ It’s great

know about brownfield sites and how they impact

that right now Olneyville seems to be the ‘cool’

the communities you work with?

neighborhood, people want to be here. But we have
to make sure that when we are welcoming the new

11:20 Sabina Matos: So actually, it’s very important,

energy, we are doing it in a way that will not displace

it’s crucial. Part of it, as I mentioned the organizations

the people that have been here all along.

I have been working with, I can tell you that the
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Woonasquatucket watershed council has been

contamination in the area as bronfiled. So we still

proposal was not the right one; so I would continue

working with different community groups, but you

crucial to the improvement that has happened in the

have a lot of work to do. Fortunately, we have been

working with the planning department. Right now, we

could sometimes hear the complaints from some

neighborhood. Right next to the Rising Sun’s Mill, the

given a lot of support from DEM to address those

are about to start braking ground, on the

groups that feel “I didn’t have a voice.” Just being

Donigian Park, that used to be a brownfield area with

challenges, and sometimes, all we have to do is wait

development on that site, with the developer that we

very blind.

dumping or trash, all tires, it was a disaster. They

until we are able to find a element to go into the site,

feel very comfortable with, knowing what type of

took the mission to transfer that into this beautiful

and also work intentionally to make sure that we get

work they have done before in other states. They

22:34 We just had a process with the

park that is so well used. You always see activities,

developers that is responsible, and going to address

have a plan, they listen to our feedback. Ideally, I

Woonasquatucket vision project, in which we have

playing soccer, playing other sports there. The same

those challenges the right way. Not try to take the

wanted my site to be kept as a small business site,

business owners along the river that felt that we

way, they took the initiative to build the park in

easy way into the development, and not addressing

affordable business location. Unfortunately, because

didn’t do enough to notify them to engage them in

another brownfield area which was the River Side

the issues of the brownfields. So that’s what we have

the market is not there for that right now. It’s mostly

the process. They were concerned that they may

Park. There was an industrial mill that burned down

been doing with the collaboration with the planning

for housing as what is available right now in the

lose the plan that we were putting forward may be

to the ground, and this area was abandoned with a

department, trying to identify the right developers.

market. We end up with settling with this project, that

affecting them. And they were out of the discussion,

is going to have housing on the upper floors, but the

so I think that there’s always room for improvement

lot of chemical wastes in this area. So they took on
the mission to turn that into this beautiful park that

16:14 Jun Jiang: How is master planning and urban

lower levels will be retail spaces. It will be

when it comes to engaging the community, we are

we have right now, RiverSide Park. In the beginning

planning for Olneyyville addressing these issues?

commercial space in the first floor. Adding on to the

trying our best to do as much as possible to

mix use of the housing, the housing component, is

communicate as much as possible.

when they had this idea, everybody was telling them,
‘you guys must be crazy, there is no way to have a

16:19 Sabina Matos: Other than the reference I made

going to be a mix in-come housing. So there will be

23:54 In one case, we had a community meeting with

park here.’ but they did. I have to say that the

before, I have been working closely with the

an affordable market rate.

the planners over at the church on Valley st. Led by

Watershed Council has been crucial in making the

department of the city of Providence. Whenever

improvement, addressing the challenges of pollution,

there is a developer has the intentions of bring in a

20:48 Jun Jiang: What is the attitude of the

the planning department trying to communicate and

cleaning up all the river banks, and improving the

project to the neighborhood. It’s sometimes you have

community towards the fact that the neighborhood is

let them know about things happening and what is

parks area around here.

to say no to the developments, because they are not

going to be gentrified and what they think will be the

coming along; but unfortunately, when it comes to

the right one, and that is how we have been

best solution?

the business owners, around there, they didn’t feel

the planners talking about the plan, I saw staff from

13:44 Jun Jiang: How do you describe the situation

addressing that. One example is the site of Paragon

regarding brownfields in their adjacency with the

Mills, which is the site that we had for many years

20:58 Sabina Matos: I think that, as myself, someone

river, other than the ones that already transferred into

trying to get that site developed. We had some

who has been involved in the neighborhood for about

25:30 Jun Jiang: In terms of the brownfield, could

parks?

proposals coming to the site, but we didn’t feel

20 years, and participated, engaged in the activities

you elaborate a little on who owns these lands?and

comfortable supporting. If we went back to the

in the neighborhood. For me, it felt like we have been

what is the strategy that council has in regard to

13:57 Sabina Matos: Well, there are some sites still

gentrification problem, there was one proposal, the

planning forever, we have been invited, set up

these things?

around the river that need to be addressed. The

developer wanted to basically turn the whole building

community meetings, we have shreds which invited

What Cheer Flower farm, they are located in

into a luxury apartment, in that, would have just

members of the neighborhood of the community to

25:58 Sabina Matos: Most of those lands are

Olneyville, not as close to the river; that’s another

accelerated the gentrification by 10 years in the

come and participate. It’s true that sometimes these

privately owned, I touched a little bit on the Paragon

area as contaminated site, they have been working

neighborhood, if we would have allowed that to

meetings will be tiring, but I think that all these 20

Mills, because the City Providence Development

with the DEM trying to address some of those

happen. So working with the planning department,

years of planning are finally paying off, because we

Agency (PDA) had ownership of this site. It is

contaminations. We have other areas and buildings

we had to say no to that project; even though we

have seen settled up developments they can place.

transferring to the developer, but most of the

that we don’t know exactly the level of

have been looking for a developer to develop the

contaminations located right next to the river. There

site. Our concern for the mill was that even if the

21:56 The challenge is, I have to say, is that how do

easier to work with, others are unfortunately a bit

are three buildings next to the river on Hartford ave.

building was closed, people would still break in and

we get to everyone, how do we make sure that every

harder. We had one site we were very interested in

side, those used to be old mills, and from my

bring in fire hassles or other hassles; if that happened

voice is heard, in the process, and we have not

that is right next to the river, but the owners are from

understanding is there are some challenges with

it would be devastated. But we know that the project

always been successful. We have been trying

New Hamster, and we haven’t been able to make
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like they had enough notification.

properties are privately owned. Some owners are
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much progress with that site. We continue to engage

shops?

with the owners, and also, we tried to use the City
Incentive Programs as a way to work together with

29:16 Sabina Martos: Yes, private owned shops.

them. There is a chance or opportunity of them

and see this property, you have to see it’, he was a

the rent, bue food. The neighborhood was one of the

little hesitant, because he was thinking about buy a

highest hit with the covid pandemic. Again goes

building on the south side of Providence. I always

back to a lot of our population being very low in-

joke about we both are Dominicant, and dominicant

come, in many cases, the access of languish for

qualifying for the Tax Stabilization Agreement (TSA), if

31:07 Jun Jiang: Let’s go back to one question, what

always wants to being in Broadway st. This is where

residents became a challenge, access to technology

they are going to develop the site. It is another

kind of business are Olenyville being targeted to or

we can go all of the places. So insist to him that I

is a challenge. Having families living close together

development that goes inline with what we are

focused on? And how do you think these businesses

know you have all those plans, but this building was

also played a role in the high numbers of Covid-19

looking for. We try to have incentives to work with

can be folded into the future development of

renovated and ready to be used for business. One

cases in the neighborhood. This neighborhood has

them, but we are not always successful in engaging

Olneyville?

Neighborhood Builder wanted a different type of

been through a big time during this pandemic.

them.

business other than a traditional cell phone store,
31:47 Sabina Matos: I think this neighborhood has a

they wanted something different. So I called him, he

36:25 Deloris (: Probably the one of the things that

27:20 Jun Jiang: So for these brownfields, are these

lot of individuals that are entrepreneurs, they are

brought his wife together and saw the building; and

juchual build, a little bit is the collaboration that

policies or the strategies roughly following what the

creative in ways how to make money, in many cases

eventually, they decided to go and use the space.

happened in the neighborhood between the

market is asking, or ad hoc to whether it is good?

goes back to sometimes, because they don’t have

Right now, they outgrow the space, they actually

agencies, and the role that United Way plays as well.

access to employment and could because of their

need a bigger space right now again, because with

27:36Sabina Matos: The thing goes back to the

immigrant status. But also just a lot of new

the contrast of price rise; they don’t have enough

36:47 Sabina Matos: Yes, here in Olneyville, we were

Paragon Mills example, I think if we went for what the

immigrants that are just loving having their own

space for them to be able to provide the level of

very fortunate that we have so many great

market is asking only, we would have gone with the

business. I always highlight as an example, the

request of the orders they are getting.

organizations and non-profit organizations that do

project to build the luxury apartments. So we have

Family Cake, this was a family right here in Olneyville,

been working to make sure that we are meeting both

they were making delicious Dominican Cakes out of

35:37 Jun Jiang: So it’s like creating spaces for these

collaborative, they have found a rhythm of how they

the market and the community. So how can we get

their house. They has become such an example of

small home businesses, providing the opportunity for

work together, and instead of competing for

the best deal for the community by following the

what could happen and a set story of telling us how

them to grow.

resources, they try to build on the work that the other

market.

many more businesses are there in the

work in the neighborhood. Through the Olneyville

organizations have been doing. As I said, the

neighborhood. They just need support and guidance

35:50 Sabina Matos: Yes! Which goes back to the

Woonasquatucket Watershed Council wanted to

28:21 Jun Jiang: What do you think the community

from all of us in the office and also in the different

‘Self-gentrification’. Let’s improve the neighborhood,

build the RiverSide Park, the One Neighborhood

wants and needs the most right now?

services from the city and the state. I remember the

provide business and commercial space, for people

Builder brought up the question of ‘if there is this

first time visited the Family Cake, I was going to pick

that have been here in the neighborhood.

park built, how to make sure that it is safe?’. Then

28:25 Sabina Matos: I think what the community

up a cake; when I went to pick up the cake, I go to

wants is housing, which is the priority. to be able to

the address on their business card, and it was

29:23 Jun Jiang: How has the Covid-19 pandemic

development. What they did was build housing along

find affordable housing in the neighborhood. It is

actually their house. It was their apartment, when I

affected Olneyville?

the road along the park; so that they provide more

becoming more of a challenge. And employment,

went in there, there was like the full bakery going on

you hear people talking about especially from the

in their first floor in their apartment. When I walk in

29:34 Sabina Matos: It has been very challenging,

Also working with the police department and the city,

all-timers, how their pattern used to work in the mills,

there I was thinking, ‘Oh my god, I am not suppose

because Olneyville is one of the poorest

all this happening in the collaborative meetings,

so they walk to work. Trying to support small

to know all of this.’ From that moment, the challenge

neighborhoods in the state. The in-come of our

figure out how to open the dead end street for the

businesses because these will be the ones that are

for me is how can I help them to make sure their

residents goes roughly avarge 16,000 dollars a year.

petrols to have a way out in the area. This type of

hiring local people to work right here in the

business comes out of their residential unit, to be in a

Many of them, especially in the Olneyville area, are

collaboration happened.

neighborhood.

commercial unit. So that they can continue to grow. I

documented, now that the covid hit, they could not

38:16 The United Way, they moved their offices from

was able to work with one neighborhood builder,

receive any services, any assistant programs. They

the rich neighborhood to Olneyville, this was about

29:09 Jun Jiang: So when you talk about small

they just redeveloped a property on Manton Ave. I

have been suffering a lot due to the pandemic when

12,13 years ago. They made a commitment to the

business, are you talking about private owned

remember calling Wan, the owner, say,’ Wan, come

it comes to getting basic in-come so they can pay

neighborhood, they have their heart for Olneyville.
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ONB came up with the plan for the next housing

eyes watching at the park, making sure that it is safe.
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They have been supporting a lot of work to
collaborative organizations in the neighborhood. I
have to say, I am very fortunate, because my collies
in the city council do not have such type of
collaboration and organizations happening within the
community.
39:16 Jun Jiang: As I was looking for potential sites
in Olneyville, that I would be interested to working
on. For the Atlantic Mill area, what do you think about
this place and how its relation to its surrounding
areas and if there are any restrictions due to the
historical buildings?
40:20 Sabina Matos: I would say for this site, you
should reach out to the current owner. I know they
put the site for sale, and Jennifer working with the
city and planning department, there are some other
interested parties that have meetings with them
about what can go in there. What we want to do is
maintain the site available for all the small businesses
that are being run out of it. I know they are working
with the planning department to come up with a
concept that would make sure that site doesn’t
become apartments that are available for commercial
space.
43:10 Jun Jiang: How you think that these areas can
be connected to the other side of the community?
43:22 Sabina Matos: We are looking for new
connections around here in the back of Olneyville.
Aligned with the Silver Lake, we are trying to connect
the streets. Also Harris Ave, there is a plan for
connecting Toby st. to Olneyville.
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